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Introduction 
Self-presentation is the core concept of American sociologist Irving 

Goffman’s Dramaturgy . As an individual’s role-playing behavior of self-

expression in interpersonal interaction, self-presentation provides an 

impetus for self-promotion in real life ( Goffman, 1959 ). Western social 

psychologists have tested and revised the Goffman’s theory ( Jones and 

Nisbett, 1971 ), and the impression management theory (IMT) has been 

developed, which suggests that people apply a series of strategies (such as 

modification, concealment, and decoration) to control others’ perception of 

themselves as impression decoration or self-presentation. 

With social media widely involved in people’s daily lives, there have 

appeared an increasing number of studies that are based on the theories of 

Dramaturgy and the self-determination theory (SDT), analyzing the 

relationship between online self-presentation behavior and the fulfillment of 

psychological needs. Online self-presentation is an important part of online 

social interaction and is influenced by multiple factors such as individual 

psychology, social context, and social culture. For instance, self-enhancers 

will selectively choose only positive life events and favorable personal 

information to share with their social network friends, but other people may 

entail presenting both positive and negative aspects of the self on social 

media to reveal their true feelings ( Lee-Won et al., 2014 ; Bareket-Bojmel et 

al., 2016 ). 

In terms of self-presentation and need for relatedness, for example, Deters 

and Mehl (2013) pointed out that the active self-presentation on Facebook 
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can reduce loneliness; Pittman and Reich (2016) found that compared with 

text-based platforms, social media users’ presentation on image-based 

platforms significantly reduced loneliness due to their enhanced intimacy 

with others. In terms of self-presentation and the need for autonomy, since a

more multidimensional space for self-determined behaviors is provided in 

social media ( Reinecke et al., 2014 ), people can freely present their true 

selves without being affected by the outside world, therefore meeting their 

needs for autonomy ( Chen, 2019 ). For immigrants or sojourners, studies 

have found that they are more inclined to fulfill their autonomy needs 

through self-presentation on ethnic social media ( Mikulincer and Shaver, 

2007 ; Lim and Pham, 2016 ; Pang, 2018 ; Hofhuis et al., 2019 ). Additionally,

proactive self-presentation strategies were found to be positively related to 

the maintenance of psychological well-being ( Swickert et al., 2002 ; Kim and

Lee, 2011 ; Ellison et al., 2014 ; Stieger, 2019 ), and in order to obtain more 

social support, people need to keep a balance between the use of selective 

and authentic presentational strategies ( Bayer et al., 2020 ). 

The psychological effect of online self-presentation has attracted more and 

more academic attention. However, these studies still remain inconclusive as

how people fulfill their psychological needs by means of online self-

presentation behavior in intercultural contexts. Specifically, most studies of 

sojourners are conducted in unitary contexts, either in sojourners’ ethnic 

social media environments or the social media of the host country, ignoring 

sojourners’ co-performance in dual-cultural contexts. Moreover, with the 

growth of the scale of Chinese sojourners, an increasing number of studies 

have been aimed at them, yet most have focused more on acculturation 
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problems than online self-presentation behaviors. However, online self-

presentation has gradually become an important behavior mechanism for 

Chinese sojourners’ acculturation and communication under the increasing 

influence of social media. Therefore, it is necessary to fill in the gaps in 

current research has left and to investigate the logical relationship between 

the online self-presentation and fulfillment of psychological need of Chinese 

sojourners in China and America’s dual-cultural contexts. 

As important members of intercultural communication groups, Chinese 

sojourners in the United States are in the dual-cultural contexts of Chinese 

and American social media, thus they are ideal research participants. In view

of this, this study focuses on the following questions: 

RQ 1: Do Chinese sojourners mainly use Chinese or American social media to

fulfill their psychological needs? 

RQ 2: What kinds of presentation strategies are more effective in fulfilling 

Chinese sojourners’ psychological needs in dual-cultural contexts? 

The purpose of this research is to study the logical relationship between 

online self-presentation strategies and the fulfillment of psychological needs 

(for autonomy and relatedness) of Chinese sojourners in the context of 

American and Chinese cultures and to further understand the characteristics 

of the psychological effects of Chinese sojourners’ online self-presentation 

behavior in intercultural contexts, so as to provide a new and resourceful 

way of thinking about maintaining Chinese sojourners’ mental health, as well

as helping them to acculturate and communicate more effectively. 
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Methods 
Participants and Procedure 
This study focused on Chinese sojourners, who are mainly distributed on the 

east and west coasts of the United States. However, due to factors, such as 

the uniqueness of sojourners’ identity and their mobility, it is not possible to 

verify the official statistics on the population data. Therefore, the sampling 

method used in this study was a nonrandom sampling, and we were utilizing 

snowball sampling approach to recruit participants. 

To be specific, our study initially chose Chinese overseas students, visiting 

scholars (college teachers and Confucius Institute teachers), and Chinese 

with a working visa in Washington state in the northwest of the United States

as the main sample groups. We applied “ Wenjuanxing” (wjx. cn), the most 

commonly used online questionnaire platform, to send out our 

questionnaires to people we knew in these three sample groups. We asked 

them to fill out the questionnaires and distributed the questionnaire link to 

their interpersonal social networks, including the WeChat groups of Chinese 

students studying in the United States and visiting scholars in American 

Colleges and universities, as well as online communities of local American 

Chinese. Following these procedures, we collected a snowballing sample of 

300 questionnaires with responses. 

In order to further reduce the error, the study carefully checked the 

responses to the 300 questionnaires; 29 questionnaires that did not indicate 

the use of both Chinese and American social media were excluded from the 

total sample, leaving 223 questionnaires as statistically valid. According to 
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the data analysis of the demographic characteristics of the sample (see 

Table 1 ), a total of 135 female and 88 male sojourners participated in the 

survey. In terms of age, they ranged from 17 to 60 years of age, and the 

number of people aged between 21 and 30 was the biggest (120 people); 

there were 211 sojourners who had lived in the United States for 1 year or 

more. 

TABLE 1  

Descriptive statistics for demographic characteristics of participants. 

Finally, based on the data collected, this study performed a descriptive 

statistical analysis of self-presentation strategies and psychological needs on

Chinese and American social media followed by a regression analysis of the 

two main variables. 

Measures 
Self-presentation strategies and the fulfillment of psychological needs were 

two major variables in our questionnaire, and both of them were measured 

with multiple items that were modified from established scales ( Lee et al., 

1999 ; Partala, 2011 ; Chen, 2019 ). 

Self-Presentation Strategies 

Although there were differences in the classification of self-presentation 

strategies in the field of psychology at the microlevel, the self-presentation 

strategies could still be divided into two categories: proactive strategies and 

defensive strategies ( Goffman, 1959 ; Arkin et al., 1980 ; Tedeschi and 
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Melburg, 1984 ; Fiske and Taylor, 1991 ). Based on this dichotomy and the 

self-presentation tactic scale developed by Lee et al. (1999) , as well as our 

empirical observation of Chinese sojourners’ online self-presentation 

behavior in the United States, this paper specified six presentational tactics, 

namely “ posting selected photos,” “ expressing humorous and close 

content,” and “ displaying discipline” for proactive strategies, aimed at 

actively shaping and maintaining an ideal image and, “ expressing controlled

feelings,” “ self-taunting,” and “ reporting only good news” for defensive 

strategies, aimed at preventing others from depreciating or belittling one’s 

image. These tactics were measured with six statements; responses were 

captured on a 5-point Likert scale from “ 1-never use” to “ 5-use almost 

every time.” 

Psychological Need Fulfillment 

Our measure of the fulfillment of need for autonomy was based on scale for 

the satisfaction of psychological needs on social networking sites developed 

by Partala (2011) and was specified with the statements “ I feel that my 

choices express my ‘ true self’” and “ I have a say in what happens and can 

voice my opinion.” To measure the fulfillment of need for relatedness, we 

adapted existing measures of need satisfaction ( La Guardia et al., 2000 ; 

Ryan et al., 2006 ; Partala, 2011 ) to the intercultural context on social 

media. Specifically, sojourners mainly maintained and developed three types

of relationships in the intercultural context: the relationship with relatives 

and friends in their home country, the relationship with co-nationals or 

immigrants of the same cultural background, and the relationship with the 

locals in the host country ( Lim and Pham, 2016 ; Hofhuis et al., 2019 ; Liu 
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and Kramer, 2019 ). Based on the existing research, this study divided the 

needs for relatedness of Chinese sojourners in the United States into three 

categories: first, relational need with domestic relatives and friends, which 

was stated as “ I feel close and connected with my domestic relatives and 

friends”; second, relational need with Chinese Americans, which was stated 

as “ I feel a sense of contact with Chinese Americans”; third, relational need 

with Americans, which was stated as “ I feel a sense of contact with 

Americans.” Responses were captured on a 5-point Likert scale from “ 1-

totally disagree” to “ 5-totally agree.” 

In order to understand the basic identity characteristics of Chinese 

sojourners, this study designed demographic characteristics variables, 

including “ gender,” “ age,” “ marital status,” “ education level,” “ time to 

the United States,” “ daily social media use time.” On this basis, this study 

designed a set of scale to evaluate the online self-presentation behavior of 

Chinese sojourners in the United States from the overall level. The scale 

consists of three parts: demographic information, self-presentation strategy, 

and psychological need fulfillment. Responses were captured with 5-point 

Likert scales, except for demographic characteristics. Since WeChat and 

Facebook were the two social media that are most frequently used according

to our preliminary study on Chinese sojourners’ general use of social media, 

this paper chose WeChat and Facebook as the main platforms to observe 

and analyze the self-presentation behavior of the sojourners. On the basis of 

quantitative research, this study conducted interviews with 18 Chinese 

sojourners from all the respondents to understand the logical relationship 
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between self-presentation strategies and fulfillment of psychological needs 

on Chinese and American social media. 

Results 
RQ 1: Do Chinese Sojourners Mainly Use Chinese or American Social Media 
to Fulfill Their Psychological Needs? 
In order to answer this question, this study conducted a descriptive 

statistical analysis of the questionnaire data, and the results are shown in 

Table 2 . We first calculated the average score of the respondents’ 

psychological needs on social media in China and the United States and then

used a t -test to compare the difference of the average scores between 

Chinese and American social media. As for “ the fulfillment of the need for 

autonomy,” the results showed that the average score of Chinese social 

media was significantly higher than that of American social media at the 

level of 1%, indicating that the self-presentation behavior of Chinese social 

media was more effective for the fulfillment of Chinese sojourners’ need for 

autonomy. 

TABLE 2  

Fulfillment of the needs for autonomy and relatedness in American and 

Chinese social media. 

In terms of “ the fulfillment of the need for relatedness,” the average score 

of American social media was significantly higher than 3 (a score of 3 

represents neutrality), indicating that the development of a relationship with 

Americans through online self-presentation was significant. In Chinese social 

https://assignbuster.com/online-self-presentation-strategies-and-fulfillment-
of-psychological-needs-of-chinese-sojourners-in-the-united-states/



 Online self-presentation strategies and ... – Paper Example  Page 10

media, the average score of “ maintaining the relationship with domestic 

relatives and friends” was significantly higher than 3 at the level of 1%, 

indicating that Chinese social media had a significant impact on the 

relationship with family and friends back in China. As for maintaining a 

relationship with American Chinese, the average score of Chinese social 

media was significantly higher than that of American social media at the 

level of 1%, suggesting that the Chinese social media could promote the 

relationship between sojourners and American Chinese more effectively than

American social media. 

RQ 2: What Kinds of Presentation Strategies Are More Effective to Fulfill 
Chinese Sojourners’ Psychological Needs in the Dual-Cultural Contexts? 
In order to test the relationship between online self-presentation strategies 

and the fulfillment of psychological needs, this study further applied a 

regression analysis after controlling the demographic characteristics of 

sojourners such as gender, age, marital status, education level, years in the 

United States, and time spent on social media. The specific regression model

was as follows: 

E f f e c t i = α + β 1 S t r a t e g y i + β 2 G e n d e r i + β 3 A g e i + β 4 M a

r r i a g e i + β 5 E d u c a t i o n i + β 6 Y e a r s i + β 7 T i m e i + ε 

Among them, the dependent variable Effect represented the fulfillment of 

psychological needs (autonomy and relatedness) brought by the online self-

presentation behaviors of the Chinese sojourners, and the independent 

variable Strategy represented the self-presentation strategies including “ 

posting selected photos,” “ expressing humorous and close content,” “ 
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displaying discipline,” “ reporting only good news,” “ expressing controlled 

feelings,” and “ self-taunting.” The control variables included the sojourners’ 

gender ( Gender ), age ( Age ), marital status ( Marriage ), education level (

Education ), length of stay in America ( Years ), and hours spent on social 

media daily ( Time ). Table 1 illustrates the descriptive statistics for the 

above demographic characteristics of participants in our regression. 

We have found in Table 2 that Chinese sojourners’ self-presentation behavior

on Chinese social media is more effective in fulfilling their need for 

autonomy. Therefore, we conducted a regression analysis on the relationship

between the presentation strategies adopted by the sojourners on Chinese 

social media and their need for autonomy (see Table 3 for the research 

results). It was found that all six presentation strategies can significantly 

promote the fulfillment of the sojourners’ need for autonomy but that there 

are differences in the effectiveness of these strategies. Specifically, for the 

autonomy dimension of “ expressing one’s true self,” the strategy with the 

most obvious effect was the proactive strategy “ expressing humorous and 

close content,” while for the autonomy dimension of “ voicing one’s opinion,”

the strategy with the most obvious effect was the defensive strategy “ 

expressing one’s controlled feelings.” It could be seen that in the context of 

social media in China, the combination of proactive and defensive strategies 

played a more positive role in meeting the need for autonomy. Through 

offline interviews, the results of quantitative analysis were further supported.

Interviewees have said that the presentation strategy of “ expressing 

humorous and close content” played an important role in arousing emotional

resonance and expressing one’s true self; while for important events in 
https://assignbuster.com/online-self-presentation-strategies-and-fulfillment-
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personal or social life, using the defensive strategy of “ expressing one’s 

controlled feelings” was more helpful for sojourners to voice his or her 

opinion in an objective stand and build an intercultural image with the ability

of reflection. 

TABLE 3  

The effect of different self-presentation strategies on the fulfillment of the 

need for autonomy in Chinese social media. 

The empirical analysis in this paper had shown that the self-presentation 

behavior was effective in fulfilling sojourners’ need for relatedness in both 

Chinese and American social media. In order to investigate the differences 

between presentation strategies used in Chinese and American social media,

this paper then conducted a regression analysis of the two platforms’ 

presentation strategies and fulfillment of sojourners’ needs for relatedness. 

For Chinese social media, panel A in Table 4 shows that except “ reporting 

only good news,” the other five presentation strategies have positive effects 

on maintaining the relationship between sojourners and their domestic 

relatives and friends. However, there were differences in the effectiveness of

these strategies in fulfilling such a need, specifically, the proactive strategies

of “ expressing humorous and close content” and “ displaying discipline” 

were comparatively more effective in fulfilling sojourners’ need to maintain 

domestic relationships. Similarly, the results in panel B shows that only the 

two proactive strategies of “ displaying discipline” and “ expressing 

humorous and close content” played an active role in maintaining the 
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relationship between sojourners and Chinese Americans. It could be seen 

that the self-presentation on Chinese social media, whether to meet the 

relational needs with domestic relatives and friends or with Chinese 

Americans, was more effective by adopting proactive presentation 

strategies. The results of offline interviews further supported the quantitative

research results. Interviewees said that “ expressing humorous and close 

content” played an important role in maintaining the relationship with 

domestic relatives and friends, and this strategy could help them to narrow 

down the emotional distance with their relatives and friends back in China. 

At the same time, interviewees often expressed humorous and close content

in the WeChat group of “ Fellow Countrymen Association,” so as to promote 

the emotional connection with Chinese Americans. Also, interviewees 

considered as it necessary to present their “ principled” side on Chinese 

social media and pointed out that “ forwarding + commenting” was the most

effective way to show the principle. Interviewees said that the strategy of “ 

displaying principle” could help them to shape their self-image of self-

discipline, self-reliance, and maintenance of their own cultural identity, thus 

strengthening the connection with their domestic relatives, friends, and 

Chinese Americans. 

TABLE 4  

The effect of different self-presentation strategies on the fulfillment of the 

need for relatedness in Chinese social media. 
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For American social media, the statistical results of Table 5 shows that four 

presentation strategies played effective roles in developing the relationship 

between sojourners and Americans, but that there were differences in their 

degree of effectiveness. According to a ranking of their effect, the top three 

presentation strategies included two defensive ones, which were “ reporting 

only good news” and “ expressing controlled feelings,” and “ reporting only 

good news” served as the most effective strategy to fulfill sojourners’ need 

for intercultural relatedness. This result was different from the situation on 

Chinese social media. That was, on Chinese social media, sojourners mainly 

adopted a proactive strategy to fulfill their need for relatedness with 

domestic relatives, friends, and Chinese Americans, while on American social

media, sojourners preferred to use a defensive strategy to promote the 

fulfillment of their needs for relatedness. In the offline interview, the 

interviewees said that the strategy of “ reporting only good news” could 

build a positive impression, activate dialog more quickly, and protect 

personal privacy. Such strategy conformed to the communication code of 

conduct on American social media, thus laying a good foundation for the 

establishment and maintenance of the interpersonal relations between 

Chinese sojourners and Americans. Additionally, the cultural context of 

American social media is obviously different from that of Chinese social 

media. In order to avoid possible cultural misunderstanding or even conflict, 

the interviewees said that they would control the limit of emotional 

expression on American social media. The results of interview analysis 

supported the quantitative research. 
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TABLE 5  

The effect of different self-presentation strategies on the fulfillment of the 

need for relatedness in American social media. 

Discussion 
Our study recruited 223 Chinese sojourners in the United States as research 

participants, investigated, and analyzed the relationship between their self-

presentation behavior and the fulfillment of their psychological needs 

(autonomy and relatedness) on Chinese and American social media. 

The study shows that, compared with American social media, the self-

presentation behavior on Chinese social media can more significantly 

promote the fulfillment of sojourners’ need for autonomy. This paper holds 

that the main reason for this difference may be cultural context, that is, 

Chinese social media are more conducive to the realization of the sojourners’

autonomy. After all, there are cultural values and relational networks that 

the sojourners are familiar and identified with. The higher the degree of 

identification and integration with the cultural context, the higher the degree

of autonomy of individual actions ( Chirkov et al., 2003 ). In contrast, the 

cultural context of social media in the United States is relatively unfamiliar 

and features more heterogeneity. According to SDT, heterogeneity is a 

reverse force that hinders the realization of autonomy ( Deci and Ryan, 1985

, 2000 ); therefore, compared with the heterogeneous American social 

media, self-presentation behavior on Chinese social media is more active in 

promoting the satisfaction of the need for autonomy. Additionally, the results
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show that Chinese social media play a more active role in maintaining the 

relationship between sojourners and Chinese Americans than American 

social media. This result shows that the relatively homogeneous cultural 

context of Chinese social media provides sufficient emotional and spiritual 

exchange opportunities, as well as mutual social assistance space for 

sojourners and Chinese Americans, which is more recognized and adapted 

by both sides, thus helping to meet the fulfillment of their need for 

relatedness in the common cultural context ( Lim and Pham, 2016 ; Xiao et 

al., 2018 ). 

This study found that on Chinese social media, the comprehensive use of 

proactive and defensive presentation strategies helps to meet sojourners’ 

need for autonomy, which to a certain extent reflects the expediency of 

Chinese self-presentation behavior ( Zhai, 2017 , p. 56). That is, even when “

expressing one’s true self,” sojourners still pay attention to what to say and 

what not to say, what kind of emotion needs to be expressed and what need 

not be, which generally reflects that sojourners are striking a balance 

between sense and sensibility on Chinese social media. At the same time, 

the sojourners not only distribute and adjust their presentation content but 

also pay attention to “ voicing one’s opinion” through different forms of 

media, and Chinese social media is technically providing the sojourners with 

different kinds of effective ways to present ideal self-images and realize 

autonomous expression. 

There are significant differences between Chinese and American social 

media in the use of self-presentation strategies that help to fulfill sojourners’ 
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need for relatedness. On Chinese social media, a proactive strategy is more 

effective in meeting sojourners’ need for relatedness, while on American 

social media, sojourners tend to use a defensive strategy to promote the 

fulfillment of their need for relatedness. This paper argues that the 

differences in the connotation of the relationship between Chinese and 

American cultures affect sojourners’ tendencies when choosing presentation 

strategies. In the Chinese context, relationship ( guanxi ) is “ a kind of social 

force exerted by family chain and social structure prior to individual 

existence” ( Zhai, 2011 , p. 187). Individuals must actively maintain 

important relationships for settling down and gain identification from the 

social environment at the same time. For Chinese sojourners, their 

intercultural identity and experiences more intangibly promoting them to 

adopt proactive presentation strategies on Chinese social media to meet 

their need for relatedness, because on the one hand, they can help them to 

consolidate different domestic relationships, and on the other hand, the 

maintenance of domestic relationships can provide them emotional 

attachment and a sense of belonging, which help them to alleviate various 

negative emotions caused by cultural maladjustment. 

Compared with the guanxi in China, interpersonal relationships in the 

American context are clear “ role relationships” and have a distinct public-

private boundary ( Chu, 1979 ). In the classic social interaction mode with an

American-style interpersonal relationship at the core, the means of 

maintaining and developing the relationship presents very obvious 

characteristics of instrumental rationality ( Altman and Taylor, 1973 ). Most 

of the Chinese sojourners who participated in this study came to the United 
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States between 1 and 2 years prior. With the purpose of achieving their 

specific goals of sojourning in the United States, they needed to develop 

intercultural interpersonal relationships with local Americans as much as 

possible; on the other hand, the context of American social media is full of 

strangeness, heterogeneity, and uncertainty, which made the sojourners 

more cautious and more aware of all kinds of intercultural communication 

barriers. Therefore, based on the identification and understanding of the 

characteristics of relationships in an American context, Chinese sojourners 

are more likely to adopt a defensive strategy as the main and proactive 

strategy as the auxiliary to achieve the purpose of fulfilling their need for 

intercultural relatedness on American social media. 

Unlike most previous studies that mainly analyzed the relationship between 

self-presentation strategies and psychological need fulfillment in a single 

cultural context, this paper provides empirical evidence for the first time on 

how self-presentation strategies affect fulfillment of psychological needs in 

the contexts of dual culture (host and home culture), which provides new 

inspiration for the study of online self-presentation behavior of sojourners, an

important intercultural communication group. 

Future Directions 
Future research might include empirical research on the relationship 

between online self-presentation strategies and the satisfaction of Chinese 

sojourners’ need for competence ( Deci and Ryan, 2000 ) in the United 

States. In addition, future research might examine how the psychological 

effects of Chinese sojourners’ online self-presentation behavior affect their 
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offline intercultural adaptation and communication, as well as the acquisition

of social capital; such research should be strictly followed by an intercultural 

analysis of the causes of the general impact. On the basis of empirical 

research, future research might discuss ways to positively promote the 

intercultural adaptation and communication of international sojourners, and 

help sojourners to maintain their psychological well-being in host countries 

over the long run. 
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